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Imagination and Environmental Political Thought: The Aftermath of Thoreau
Joshua J. Bowman. Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2018.

Joshua J. Bowman is an emerging scholar of American politics and history, as well as of
the environmental movement in America. In Imagination and Environmental Political Thought:
The Aftermath of Thoreau, he skillfully combines his two main areas of interest. His study seeks
to understand the influence that the life and work of Henry David Thoreau has had, and
continues to have, over environmentalism in the United States. The study simultaneously seeks
to reconcile how the evolving goals of the environmental movement have gradually shaped
perceptions about Thoreau’s intellectual achievements and social activism. Bowman does not do
this, either, in order to “legitimize” the environmental movement, or to “modernize” Thoreau.
Instead, he wishes to present a largely unbroken chain of philosophy and activism connecting the
two, and strengthening them both. Likewise, Bowman seeks to clarify Thoreau’s often unique
perspective on humanity and the environment, and the complicated legacy left to us as a result.
The book is divided into nine chapters. Each of them, nominally, centers on some distinct
aspect of Thoreau’s life, work, philosophy, or social interactions. In actuality, political,
philosophical, and moral concepts meander throughout all parts of the book, in a way seemingly
reminiscent of Thoreau’s own wanderings around Walden Pond. The structure allows the reader
to see that many of Thoreau’s ideas had their roots in his college days, if not earlier still. Each of
them is examined more than thoroughly enough for the reader to understand he was both a man
of his time, and a man for all time. The examination of his views on slavery is particularly
interesting, not because he ever wavered in his hatred of the “peculiar institution,” but because
the reasons he hated slavery kept going from economic, to political, to moral, and back again at a

pace quick enough to make most observers dizzy. Thus, the reader comes to understand that
while most of Thoreau’s views were extraordinarily firm throughout his life, the way in which he
articulated them varied substantially depending on which of his many intellectual pursuits
engrossed him at the time.
Befitting a study of this type, Thoreau’s views on environmentalism are masterfully
analyzed. His perspectives on urban versus rural environments come across as, perhaps,
surprisingly modern, if somewhat biased towards the rural. Readers are treated to several
stimulating discussions concerning various facets of the environmentalist legacies of Walden and
Civil Disobedience. Other, perhaps, lesser known works, particularly Slavery in Massachusetts,
are likewise shown as forebears of the modern environmental movement to varying degrees. In
his notions on conservation, the reader can hear the precursor to activists like John Muir, as well
as to organizations like Greenpeace. Thoreau’s role as one of the main inspirations for the Green
party of the United States is also discussed in thought-provoking terms.
All that being understood, Bowman wonders how the thoroughly misanthropic Thoreau
became a sort of all welcoming, grandfatherly figure for the current environmental movement.
His views on good and evil, as well is his view of friendship and human community as purely
mental exercises, make Bowman questions how embraced he would be were he alive today. His
views are expertly contrasted with those of Ralph Waldo Emerson, as well as other
transcendentalists, not as a means of discrediting him, but instead as a means to show how he has
been “co-opted” by modern interests. Indeed, many of his lesser-known ideas might well come
across as bizarre in light of 21st century attitudes. For example, Bowman struggles with how well
Thoreau’s notion that in order to preserve the environment humans must learn to communicate
with animals in much the same way princesses do in Disney animated movies would be received

by modern audiences. Likewise, he is deeply concerned about how Thoreau’s belief that the
natural world is so endlessly abundant and self-replenishing that resources can never be
exhausted by man, only corrupted for purposes nature did not intend, would mesh with
contemporary notions of reduce, recycle, reuse.
Those interested in the origins of the environmental movement, and Henry David
Thoreau as a historical figure, will find Imagination and Environmental Political Thought
enlightening. Likewise, anyone interested in transcendental philosophy’s role throughout
American history up until the present day, will find the book more than worth reading.
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